The Bridge
Volume 31
Number 2 2008

Article 7

2008

I'm Going to America: Jens Christian Andersen's Travel Diary and
Letters from Racine, Wiscon sin, 1894-96
Pia Viscor

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/thebridge
Part of the European History Commons, European Languages and Societies Commons, and the
Regional Sociology Commons

Recommended Citation
Viscor, Pia (2008) "I'm Going to America: Jens Christian Andersen's Travel Diary and Letters from Racine,
Wiscon sin, 1894-96," The Bridge: Vol. 31 : No. 2 , Article 7.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/thebridge/vol31/iss2/7

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been
accepted for inclusion in The Bridge by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information, please
contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

I'm Going to America
Jens Christian An dersen's Travel D iary
and Letters from Racine, Wiscon sin , 1894-96
edited by Pia Viscor
Selec ted and translated from the Danish by

J. R. Christianson

•

Editor's Introduction. For several years, I have been working on a
descriptionand analysis of emigrationfrom the extensive region that made
up the large estate of Skjoldesncesholmin central Sjcellandduring the
secondhalf of the nineteenth century. Of all the many pictures, letters, and
accounts that have passed through my hands, one collectionin particular
stands out: a travel diary and twenty-four letters written by a young man
named Jens ChristianAndersen, who emigratedin the year 1894.
Beforehe left home, the seventeen-year-oldChristian, as he was called,
promised to keep a travel diary and also to write and tell about his
experiences. He kept his promise. On the journey from Copenhagento
Raymond, Racine County, Wisconsin, he wrote regularly about what he
was experiencing. He sent home two travel diaries, of which the first,
describing the journey at sea, has unfortunately been lost. Two surviving
letters, however, compensate to some degree for the lost diary. His
correspondencewith his parents and siblings in Denmark began after his
arrival in Racine County. Twenty-one of these letters survive, written in
successionduring the first nine months of his new existence. In addition,
there is a letter that Christian wrote to his parents right beforehe left and
another that he sent to his sister in the year 1907.
Christian's letters, like so many other America letters, tell about all the
new experiences in an immigrant's life, problems with language and
difficulties in finding work, the thoughts andfeelings he had in the midst of
so much that was foreign to him. In many ways, however,his travel diary
and letters are different from the ordinary run of immigrant accounts.
Their content in large measure grows out of Christian's answers to
questions asked by his family. Consequently,a different picture gradually
crystallizes out of them, a picure of what ordinary people in Denmark
thought or heard was different, unusual, or perhaps even wrong about
conditionsin America.

* The travel diary and America letters of Jens Christian Andersen have been
published in the original Danish as Pia Viscor, Jeg rejser til America:En

rejsedagbogog en samling udvandrerbrevefra Racine, Wisconsin, USA
(Copenhagen: Books on Demand GmbH, 2007). ISBN 978-87-7691-217-8.
The price is 119 DDK. See the review below.
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Christian's replies to his family's questions are very long and detailed.
He goes into the smallest details when he describesthe society he was living
in, and what he experienced there. As a result, the reader gets a finely
nuanced picture of Racine County in the years 1894-95. Large and small,
everything is describedon the basis of how the society was organized and
functioned, even down to how many young women had false teeth. These
contemporary reportsfrom an area where some 3,500 native Danes were
living at that time makes a unique contribution to the description of
immigrant life. The letters tell how the Danish minority associatedwith
eachother, helpedeachother, worked theirfarms, and much more.
Christian had attended a rural public school at home in Denmark.
When he was confirmed, he received the highest mark of all pupils in his
class. His letters also show that he was talented and able. He had a good
command of the Danish language and did not make many spelling errors,
though his punctuation tended to be minimal. His approachto his subject
was what one might call journalistic. He was curious, questioning, and
thorough in his collection of information. The maturity and clarity with
which this young man expressed himself is impressive. His writing is so
lively and interesting that the readercan almost hear him telling it. At one
point, he even gives his formula for writing a letter: Write it down the way
you would tell it to somebodysitting next to you.
Thanks to Inga Bedker, Herdis Nielson, and Ingrid Lund Frederiksen
for allowing me to copy the travel diariesand letters, and for permitting me
to publish them with my commentary. I also want to thank Ingrid Lund
Frederiksenfor cooperatingwith me to transcribethe documents and follow
the tracks of Christian's path in America. Members of Christian'sfamily in
America have also provided assistance in following his path, for which I
thank them. Thanks also to the many peoplewho loanedpicturesfrom their
private collections. Benjamin Hansen has been very helpful in identifying
many of the people mentioned in the letters. Finally, I want to thank my
husband, Petr Viscor, for his support and patience, and cand. mag. Gerd
Malling for a critical review of the manuscript and many constructive
suggestions.
Pia Viscor
Christian saw the light of day on 18 July 1876. His childhood home
was a cottage with a small plot of land (husmandssted) on the edge of
the little village of Skee in Haraldsted Parish in the middle of the
Danish island of Sj~lland. Here, he grew up as the eldest of four
siblings : Jens Christian, Anders Alfred (1880-99), Kirsten Christine
(1884-1940), and Harald Julius (1888-1965).
At the age of seventeen, Christian went to work as a farmhand
for Hans Martinsen in the nearby village of Vandl0se. From there,
he wrote to his parents, Hans Peder Andersen (1847-1923) and
Maren Kirstine nee Olsen (1854-1940). He enclosed a letter from a
Dane named Hans Skov, who had written about the possibility of a
position in America.
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Dear Parents,
From these letters, you will see what I intend to become.
Unfortunately, I have not yet achievedany result, but, as you will seefrom
Hans Skov's letter, there are good prospectsthat I will get a similar position
if not precisely that one. I don't know what you think of this decision,but
that is why I ask that you reply as soon as possible [and tell me] whether
you want to see me as a dairyman or as a farmhand here or in America. I
will then act in accordancewith your wishes. You might ask why I have
made the decision to become a dairyman, because I have not talked much
about that, but it is simply becauseI have never, as you know, been very
interested in farming, and as a dairyman I can earn just as much as a
farmhand and will befree of all the hard labor that comes with farming. Of
course, a dairyman also has a job to do, but it's only hard during the
training period, and the [trained] dairyman has easy work and earns good
money. Now, I don't know what you think about it, but given the way
things are right now in America, young as I am, I don't think there are
great prospectsfor advancement over there.1
Hans Martinsen's wife said to me the day I wrote to Skov that she had
not been able to understand why I wouldn't stay here, since I was not going
to America after all. I replied that I don't like farm work, and if did, I
would not have gone either. She answered,in that case, I couldjust as well
have stayed here at least another year. "Yes, but then it would just have
been the same again," I said. And I will not stay here, either, if you do not
like the idea of my becominga dairyman. Then I will stick to the decision to
go to America.
Best regardsfrom your son, Christian Andersen.
Apparently, Christian was not able to get a position where he
could learn to be a dairyman, or maybe his parents did not support
his desire to be trained as a dairyman in Denmark. They hoped that
Christian would want to take over their cottage and land some day.
But, as Christian clearly said in his letter to his parents, he had no
interest in a future as a farmer, and that alone must have turned his
parents' traditional world view on its head. That he was also
considering emigration must have disturbed them even more.
Less than three months after Christian, in January of 1894, had
raised the possibility of emigrating with his parents, the decision
had been made. "I am going to America." Christian signed a
contract for a ticket with a local agent for the steamship company,
Scandia Line. This seventeen-year-old farmhand loaned money
from his father and ordered his ticket from Copenhagen to New
York on 19 March 1894.
Apparently, he remained in his position in Vandl0se until
departure, because he is registered as emigrating from that place,
and he put down Racine, Wisconsin, as his destination.2 Two
cousins in America were contacted to give him the confidence and
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sense of security of having a safe haven on the other side of the
Atlantic. Now, the great journey could begin.
His father accompanied him to Copenhagen, and Christian
departed for New York on 21 March aboard the S/S Slavonia.3 He
traveled alone, but not recklessly. His destination was Racine,
Wisconsin, where his two "cousins," Peter and Carl Jacobsen, were
expecting him. They were not actually cousins. Christian's maternal
uncle, Jens Olsen, a hog buyer, had married Kirsten Nielsen in 1871.
She was the widow of Jacob Nielsen and had three children from her
first marriage, of whom two, Peter and Carl, were living in Racine in
1894. Several half-siblings of these brothers, who were the children
of their father's first marriage, also lived in Racine, including Ole
Jacobsen, who will be mentioned in Christian's letters.

Christian's maternal uncle, Jens Olsen, known as "Grisekongen" (The Hog King)
for his success as a hog buyer, with his wife, Kirsten Nielsen, the mother of Peter
Jacobsen and Carl Jacobsen in Racine County. They lived in the village of
Allindelille in HaraldstedParish, just down the roadfrom Skee. The child is their
foster daughter,Ane Marie Frederiksen.

These Jacobsens were not the only people from Christian's home
area who were living in Racine in 1894. Christian's native village of
Skee and the region thereabouts, including the parishes of
Haraldsted, Allindemagle, Jystup, and Vals0lille, all belonged to the
large estate of Skjoldemesholm. Emigration from this region started
in 1848 and, in the next half-century, some 487 people from that
estate emigrated to America. Many of these emigrants took Racine
County, Wisconsin, as their destination. When Christian set out for
Racine County, around seventy people from his home area were
already living there.
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